Mercury levels in Great Lakes herring gull (Larus argentatus) eggs, 1972-1992.
Since 1971, the herring gull (Larus argentatus) has been used as a sentinel species for monitoring the levels of persistent contaminants in the Great Lakes ecosystem. In this study, 21 herring gull colonies in the Great Lakes and connecting channels were sampled during 1972-1976, 1981-1983, 1985 and 1992. For each year, 10 eggs (usually) were collected from each colony site and analyzed for total mercury (microg/g, wet wt). Results indicated that eggs from Lake Ontario displayed the highest lake-wide mercury levels (0.28-0.73 microg/g), followed by Lake Superior (0.21-0.50 microg/g). Lake Erie typically displayed the lowest mercury levels (0.18-0.24 microg/g). Overall, mercury levels ranged from 0.12 microg/g in 1985 to 0.88 microg/g in 1982 for Channel Shelter Island (Lake Huron) and Pigeon Island (Lake Ontario), respectively. Generally, all colony sites showed peak egg mercury levels in 1982. A significant decline in egg mercury levels was observed in five colony sites for the period 1972-1992 and in three different colony sites for the period 1981-1992. Mercury levels in the eggs of herring gulls for the period of this study were below levels associated with acute toxic effects in this species but were within a range, for certain years, which potentially reduces hatchability in other avian species.